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A  SAVING  SENSE  OF  HUMOR 

"The  fruit  of  the  Spirit  is  joy..." 

Gal  5° 22a 


Most  Americans  these  days  are  up-tight.  We  live 
lives  of  quiet,  and  at  times  not  so  quiet,  desperation. 
Conscious  of  the  gargantuan  problems  that  face  us  at 
home  and  abroad  we  are  abnormally  intense ,  dangerously 
nervous  and  exceedingly  grim.  Blessed  with  the  highest 
standard  of  living  ever  achieved  by  any  people  we  seem 
hard-put  to  be  able  to  relax  and  enjoy  our  inheritance. 

What  troubles  me  most,  however,,  is  the  fact  that 
those  of  us  who  belong  to  the  Christian  church  are  up- 
tight, too.  We  do  not  challenge  the  prevailing  mood 
of  the  nation,  rather  we  tend  to  embody  and  express  it. 
This,  despite  the  faith  that  we  profess 0  We  seem  un- 
able to  enjoy  God,  or  to  enjoy  each  other .  Our  worship 
tends  to  be  ponderously  formal, our  fellowship  a  forced 
and  highly  programmed,  sometime  thing. 

It  is  fitting  that  on  a  Communion  Sunday  we  should 
remind  ourselves  that  joyousness  has  been  a  mark  of  the 
people  of  God  from  the  very  beginning.  Holy  Communion 
is  not  only  an  occasion  on  which  we  remember  a  death 
that  was  died  for  us.   It  is  also  a  time  in  which  we 
celebrate  a  presence  here  among  us,  and  look  forward 
in  hope  to  the  return  of  Jesus  Christ  in  power  and 
glory.   I  should  like  to  try  to  indict  our  dole fulness 
by  addressing  three  rhetorical  questions  to  you  this 
morning : 

1.  What  would  life  be  without  humor? 

2.  What  would  humor  be  without  joy? 

3.  What  would  joy  be  without  Christ? 
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What  would  life  be  without  humor?  The  answer  in 
a  word  is  unliveableo  A  sense  of  humor  is  one  of  the 
signs  of  a  healthy  life*  One  of  the  surest  indications 
of  a  sick  and  mentally  disturbed  personality  is  the 
inability  to  laugh »  Over  the  years  I  have  counselled 
with  numbers  of  people  who  seemingly  had  lost  the  ca- 
pacity to  laugh,  either  at  themselves  or  other  people 
or  the  world  around  them. 

A  sense  of  humor  is  one  of  the  surest  devices  I 
know,  and  I  think  it  is  God  ordained  for  this  purpose, 
against  a  tendency  to  take  ourselves  too  seriously .  We 
ought  to  take  our  causes  seriously,  and  no  cause  more 
seriously  than  the  Gospel  of  Jesus  Christ,  but  not  our- 
selves c 

The  aim  of  comedy  for  the  most  part  is  to  help  us 
to  level  our  self  -under  standing  <>   This  is  what  Walter 
Kerr  had  in  mind  when  he  said,  "Comedy  cocks  an  eye 
upward  at  the  very  man  who  is  straining  to  divinize 
himself  and  notices  that  he  is  packing  a  little  extra 
weight o  Though  he  is  on  his  way  to  infinity  he  has  a 
ham  sandwich  in  his  pocket,  and  a  bandage  on  one  big 
toe.  Man  may  free  himself  of  the  earth  but  as  things 
stand  just  now  he  carries  a  little  bit  of  the  earth 
with  him  wherever  he  goes  and  so  he  must  carry  what- 
ever is  required  to  nourish  or  sooth  it.   He  must  ren- 
der unto  matter  the  things  that  are  matter ' s .   He  can 
free  himself  of  God,  but  not  of  the  need  for  a  hair™ 
cut."  1 

It  is  a  sense  of  humor  that  provides  us  with  an 
antidote  to  our  various  Messiah  complexes .   Surely 
Karl  Barth  was  not  only  one  of  the  most  respected 
theologians  of  his  time,  but  also  one  of  the  most 
loved,  even  by  his  colleagues  in  that  rarified  field. 
The  reason  for  this  love  centers  in  the  fact  that  Barth 
never  took  himself  too  seriously.   Back  in  1966  a 
young  reporter  suggested  to  him  that  when  the  record 
of  this  century  was  finally  written  the  name  of  Karl 
Barth  would  be  regarded  as  the  preeminent  name  in 


-  2  - 


theology o  Earth  replied ,  "That  egression  frightens 
me0  After  all  there  are  still  thirty- four  years  of 
this  century  left,  and  who  knows  what  little  creature 
wrapped  in  theological  diapers  will  become  manifest, 
when  they  look  hack  on  this  century ,  as  its  greatest 
theologian?"  £ 

Many  a  strained  situation  in  a  church  committee 
meetings  at  a  hoard  meeting  in  industry,,  in  political 
confrontation^  has  been  eased  by  a  touch  of  humor  at 
the  right  time.  There  is  a  story ,  told  for  true,  a- 
bout  a  Presbytery  here  in  the  east  years  ago  that 
featured  a  rather  elderly  minister  who  felt  obliged  by 
God  to  quiz  every  candidate  for  the  ministry  with  one 
very  somber  question..  He  would  wait  until  the  exam- 
ination had  been  completed  in  church  history  and  the- 
ology, sacraments  and  polity,  then  stand  erects  call 
the  candidate  by  name  and  say,,  "Young  man  would  you 
be  willing  to  have  yourself  damned  for  the  glory  of 
God?"  Most  candidates  faced  with  this  question  would 
nod,,  blink  and  say,,  "I  guess  so/'  The  story  has  it 
that  one  young  graduate  of  a  seminary  not  too  far 
from  here  was  asked  this  question,,   "Young  man  would 
you  be  willing  to  have  yourself  damned  for  the  glory 
of  God?"  He  replied,  "Sir,  not  only  would  1  be  wil- 
ling to  have  myself  damned,  but  I  would  be  willing 
to  have  this  whole  Presbytery  damned  for  the  glory  of 
God/'  What  better  than  a  touch  of  humor  to  route  the 
absurdity  of  such  a  question  ' 

The  thing  I  notice  most  about  our  young  reform- 
ers^ radical  and  otherwise,,  is  the  absence  of  humor » 
They  take  themselves  with  a  kind  of  God-almighty  seri- 
ousness. Of  course  we  must  give  serious  attention  to 
the  issues  that  stand  before  us.  But  we  all  need 
slack.   If  we  can  relax  and  enjoy  a  few  strokes  of 
humor  every  now  and  then  we  will  be  better  equipped 
to  participate  in  history  and  do  a  more  constructive 
job  over  a  longer  period  of  time.  What  would  life  be 
without  humor?  Unliveable. 

#   *  *  *  # 
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What  would  humor  be  without  joy?  The  verb  "to 
laugh"  appears  about  twenty-nine  times  in  the  Old  Tes- 
tament. In  thirteen  of  these  instances  it  is  linked 
with  scorn  or  derision,  mockery  or  contempt,,  Jesus  in 
the  Gospels  indicates  a  sparkling  sense  of  humor  as 
Elton  Trueblood  has  so  ably  pointed  out  in  his  book, 
The  Humor  of  Christ .  But  when  we  get  beyond  the  Gos- 
pels into  the  letters  of  the  New  Testament  there  isn't 
very  much  laughter  there. 

We  may  be  sure  that  the  Old  Testament  Church  and 
the  New  Testament  Church  alike  had  their  times  of 
laughter  -  too  personal,  too  inconsequential  to  be  ac- 
corded a  place  in  the  canons  of  Scripture,  It  is  very 
clear,  indeed  expressly  stated  on  page  after  page,  that 
both  the  Old  and  New  Testament  church  knew  what  it  was 
to  be  joyful  in  the  Lordo  In  the  Old  Testament  wor= 
ship  is  a  vibrantly  happy  event „  David  danced  before 
the  ark  of  the  Lordo  Even  though  Paul's  letters  do 
not  make  us  break  out  in  laughter,  they  are  crowded 
with  references  to  joy.  The  Epistle  to  the  Philip- 
pians  is  known  as  the  Epistle  of  Joy  and  was  probably 
written  from  a  jail.  One  of  the  earliest  forms  of 
greeting  used  in  the  early  church  was  ,>&}-fp<:-tr<i  "tv 
/j'uQ/z&J  77<jc/-r o?-£    Rejoice  in  the  Lord  always  I 


Joy  is  a  quality  of  life  that  comes  when  the 
deep  questions  of  our  being  are  satisfied .  Joy  is  the 
foundation  of  a  radiant  life,,  Joy  is  to  laughter  what 
solid  harmony  and  a  firm  melodic  line  are  to  a  descant 
in  music.  They  support  the  descant  and  make  it  pos- 
sible. Comedy  cannot  minister  to  us  for  long  unless 
there  is  joy  within.  On  the  first  Sunday  after  Pente- 
cost we  should  remember  that  one  of  the  paramount 
fruits  of  the  Holy  Spirit  is  joy.  What  would  humor 
be  without  joy?  -  a  piece  of  artificial  fruit  tied 
to  a  grown  ng  tree . 

***** 

And  what  would  joy  be  without  Christ?  In  a  word 
impossible.  Jesus  is  the  joy  of  man's  desiring.   It 
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is  Jesus  Christ  who  frees  man  from  his  servitude  and 
releases  him  to  joy  and  for  joy*  He  provides  man 
with  that  security  without  which  joy  cannot  happen, 
the  security  of  God's  abiding  love  and  favor.   "If 
God  be  for  us  who  can  be  against  us?"  Fair  enoughs 
But  is  God  for  us?  Jesus  came  to  declare  and  substan- 
tiate the  saving  word  that  God  is  indeed  for  us,  He 
accepts  us  for  all  of  our  frailty  and  sin. 

A  minister  friend  enrolled  not  long  ago  in  a  the- 
ological seminary  to  do  some  graduate  work.  One  of 
his  chosen  professors  is  a  man  of  eminence  in  the  field 
of  theology .  My  friend  was  amazed  when  at  the  very 
first  class  session^,  this  man  turned  to  his  students 
and  said,  "You  all  have  A's.  Now  let's  see  what  we 
can  learn  together  about  the  subject ."  Can  you  imag- 
ine the  freedom,  the  joy  of  exploration  that  opening 
word  touched  off?  Their  status  was  guaranteed »  low 
they  could  study o  Perhaps  this  is  what  the  Gospel  is 
trying  to  tell  us,  "You  are  by  faith  the  sons  of  God. 
Now  grow  up  and  be  men  I" 

Our  joy  is  not  contingent  on  external  circumstance 
It  rises  from  the  presence  of  Jesus  Christ  within .  All 
men  have  to  internalize  the  events  of  their  day.  We 
receive  the  events  of  our  history  through  the  filter 
of  our  faith  or  lack  of  faith.  We  are  not  responsible 
in  large  measure  for  the  events  that  surround  us.  But 
we  are  responsible  for  what  we  allow  these  events  to 
do  to  us  or  for  us. 

This  is  what  Maeterlinck  had  in  mind  when  he  said, 
"It  is  true  that  on  external  events  our  influence  is 
of  the  feeblest;  but  we  have  all-powerful  action  on 
that  which  these  events  shall  become  in  ourselves . 
Nothing  befalls  us  that  is  not  the  nature  of  ourselves. 
The  event  in  itself  is  pure  water  that  flows  from  the 
pitcher  of  fate,  and  seldom  has  it  either  savour  or 
perfume j,  or  color.  But  even  as  the  soul  may  be  where- 
in it  seeks  shelter,  so  will  the  event  become  joyous 
or  sad,  tender  or  hateful,,  deadly  or  quick  with  life." 

*  #  #  * 
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What  would  life  be  without  humor?  What  would 
humor  be  without  joy?  What  would  joy  be  without 
Christ?  We  are  called  to  take  history  seriously „  Sum- 
moned  to  be  meaningfully  engaged  in  working  through 
the  problems  of  the  age .  But  let  us  remember  that  we 
are  also  called  to  enjoy  God  and  each  other  in  the 
processo   However  chaotic  the  times,  those  of  us  who 
name  the  name  of  Jesus  Christ  ought  to  be  able  to  rise 
every  morning  and  say  triumphantly,  "This  is  the  day 
that  the  Lord  hath  made9  We  will  rejoice  and  be  glad 
in  it:" 
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